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	Savage Hunt

	An Introduction

	By J. R. Handley

	 

	────────────────────────

	 

	 

	When I originally planned this anthology, my good friend James M Ward was going to write this introduction. The anthology was his idea; he loved everything about the world of the fantastical. Everyone who knew him knew that this was a subject near and dear to his heart. I almost joked that it was like his religion, but he was deeply rooted in his Christian faith. 

	Instead, I will say that the wild world of the fantastical was more like his dear friend. Not quite a mistress, though; he was too in love with his wife for anything like that. If I even suggested it, he would leave his eternal game with Gary Gygax in heaven to scold me. He could do that, you know. He was very fatherly when the situation warranted, and his lines had been crossed. The time he told me that I cussed too much in my books, that was an interesting occurrence. 

	I write mostly military science fiction, and my soldiers/Marines/et al. are true to my experience. They litter the page with F-bombs and punctuate their prose with every other four-letter word that I know and some I make up. But working with James, that was a bird of an altogether different feather. He had this professional policy that he called the “angry mom rule.” It was vestigial from his time leading TSR during the ‘Satanic Panic.’ 

	Everything James wrote or produced, he did so, wanting to appease the mothers of his consumers. He was very aware that kids consumed his products, and he took that responsibility seriously. His focus on being family-friendly was one of his more endearing qualities, something I greatly respect about him. So, when he asked me to tone down the vulgarities in that disappointed dad’s voice, I had to listen. 

	Which led me to our writing partnership, one I treasured above all else. I learned to love the fantasy genre all over again through our work. I got a Master Class in Fantasy from one of the leading creators of the genre. I look to break the history of fantasy up into the foundation of the genre with Tolkien, the evolution of it with Dungeons & Dragons and TSR, and whatever we have now. You historians can fuss at me later; right now, I am honoring my friend.

	So, where was I? Right, so I was approached to organize this anthology with Three Ravens Publishing. Then Hillbilly, otherwise known as William Joseph Roberts, said, “Include fantasy themes too, please.” What did I do? I called James, and we picked our two topics. I wanted to try dragons, but James thought it would be fun to write something from a monster’s point of view. See, when James gives you a fantasy idea, you jump on it because he is James Fricking Ward. 

	Did you see that, buddy? I did NOT cuss as I wrote this about you. 

	Anyway, so here we are with this fine collection of stories around a topic that intrigued him. I really hope that you enjoy these stories. I know that James would have. As a bonus, our story in this collection is part of some of the last things he wrote with me. It is special to me, and there are just too many pleasant memories centered around the creative process.

	 

	Thank you for coming to my Ted Talk,

	 

	J. R. Handley

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
Remembrance

	By Jena Rey & J. R. Handley

	 

	────────────────────────

	 

	When J.R. suggested we should write another military versus monsters story (we have a few now!), I was all for it, but for this anthology we needed something from the point of view of the monster. I live in the hills of Utah where the legends of things that walk the night and shadows that have been here since before the West was settled are familiar bedtime stories. So, for this piece, I grabbed pieces of those stories and set them up against the army camp just down the road from my house. Everything came together from there, but after writing this I'm not sure I'll look at those brittlebush covered hills quite the same again.

	 

	 


Remembrance

	By Jena Rey & J. R. Handley

	 

	 

	I remembered stone.

	Not its weight, but its silence.

	Not the pressure of its teeth upon me. Those sensations had long since slipped from my form.

	But I remembered its song.

	A low hum. A rhythm made of pressure and patience, written in salt and copper, sealed by the trembling hands of those who feared me. Those who trapped me with their memories and their blood. The language of containment was old, and careful, and almost perfect.

	Almost.

	I would have slept forever if not for the drumming.

	Not the sacred kind. Not heartbeats or footsteps or the sweet thrum of rain across dry canyon roofs. No. This drumming was metal. Hollow. Indifferent. It cracked rather than stirred.

	It broke the stone.

	As the stone broke, I rose through memory.

	Stone flaked from my back in long, brittle peels. My skin, if it could be called that, reformed by touch and instinct. I reached not with arms, but with intent. Then it grasped the world by existing again.

	The chamber shattered, half-buried beneath a cliff that had not been there when last I walked. The walls were scarred where the seals had been. Once, there were spiral glyphs inked in ochre and coal. Now they bled into rubble as metal pounded into the earth.

	Salt circles shattered.

	Copper nails twisted.

	The air was wrong—thin and electric, the way a storm feels before it finds you.

	I breathed, not with lungs, but with memory, tasting what had filled the land while I slept.

	Diesel. Gunpowder. Plastic. Steel. A roar of materials and humanity.

	The old world was gone.

	I rose slowly, piece by piece. I did not remember how to be shaped until I tried. Limbs unfurled from compact bone. Joints rotated with grinding defiance. My ribs unfolded like wings. My head, my mind, was the last to form.

	The sky above was foreign. Not just in color but in rhythm. The stars blinked unnaturally; white, thin and sharp-edged. Satellites cut lines across the firmament, different from the pinpoints I had once known. Planes roared like dragons that had forgotten how to land.

	Noise. Constant. Without rest.

	A flash lit the sky red. Thunder followed, not from the clouds but from the hills themselves.

	Weapons.

	I knew the taste of those echoes. I had heard them once before, in another tongue. The sound of training, of humans preparing to kill. They had done so near my bones, trampling the sacred ground that had once held me.

	I hated them for it.

	But more than that—I noticed them.

	I began to remember what they were.

	I slid from the cliffside like shadow moving sideways. My body adjusted, skin cracking into stone, ribs flexing like roots. I vanished beneath the scrub and shale.

	They were near.

	Three of them.

	They came with packs and helmets, with metal sticks that clicked and buzzed and swept over the terrain like cautious tongues. One carried a small machine that blinked green. Another muttered into a device on his chest.

	The third—he was quiet. Still. Serene. 

	His eyes tracked shadows the others ignored. His heart pounded a strange rhythm. He was not like the others.

	I crouched behind stone, watching through the veil of waning desert heat and distance. The air wavered, shimmered. I remembered this feeling. I knew the patience of the hunt.

	My fingers lengthened, tipped with claws. My bones folded tighter beneath me.

	The first man paused, muttering something about “sensor noise.”

	The second adjusted his grip on his machine.

	The third—he turned, sharply, staring into the fissure where I balanced on long wiry toes.

	I moved.

	The air split. My form uncoiled and covered the distance in an instant. My claws and teeth cut through their warmth, tasting their delicious blood and form.

	The first one died before breath could rise.

	The second screamed, a wet, low gurgle, before his machine clattered to the rocks and his chest opened beneath my claws.

	I held them only briefly. I did not kill for rage. I killed to learn.

	The third one, that one I allowed to run. I watched him stumble down the hill, thick with dry grass and stones.

	His voice cracked over the radio waves. “Contact! We’ve got. I don’t know! It’s something—”

	I let him live.

	I let him carry the fear, marking him as mine like a brand. His scent, salt and copper and fear, stayed with me. He was now in my sensory memories, I could follow him through the mark.

	He would tell the others.

	They would gather and bring more to feed me.

	I turned back to the dead.

	I fed.

	Not on flesh. Not only.

	I took the heat of the dying. I drew their last breath, their last spark, into me. And with it came their essence of who they had been. It spilled into me in burning fragments.

	A mother’s laugh. A motorbike crash. The flavor of red candy, factory wrapped. A beloved dog barking through a screen door. A woman saying goodbye without saying it.

	And then the things I could use: Coordinates. Procedures. Names. “Camp Williams.” “Sweep protocol.” “Live fire zone.” “Training exercise.”

	I staggered backward from their bodies, shuddering. The memories swarmed in my chest, foreign and loud. I felt them pressing against my mind like fireflies behind my eyes.

	My thoughts shifted. Sharpened.

	I can think in their words now.

	When dawn crept across the sky, I slipped away.

	I climbed higher. To the ridges, the dark spines of the broken land. I curled beneath a twisted pine and watched.

	Below was my new world. Fences. Roads. Rows of low buildings. Vehicles like insects—too bright, too fast.

	Camp Williams.

	The hive which buzzed when disturbed. Let them buzz. I could wait.

	 

	────────────

	 

	The next day, others came. Not soldiers, not only. Observers.

	They stepped cautiously across the battlefield, surrounded by the blood of the first two kills. They wore gloves, goggles, and masks that hummed.

	They crouched near the torn glyphs.

	“This wasn’t natural.”

	“There’s no explosive trace.”

	“Could it be a seismic fault line?”

	They looked at the claw marks in the stone and whispered lower.

	One of them ran their fingers over a copper nail, half-melted from heat.

	“This is… ancient. But something’s wrong. It looks like it moved.”

	Yes.

	It did.

	I had risen.

	For two nights, I watched their rituals. They trained. They ran in circles. They barked orders into radios and lined up in rows like ants.

	I observed. I counted. I learned.

	The fence around the base pulsed with electric current. I could feel it even from here. The buildings bled light. The towers carried sound. A nest of noise and metal.

	And fear. So much terror.

	I could taste it growing. They didn’t know what I was, but they knew I was, and the whispers brought me strength.

	On the third night, I crept closer.

	I stayed at the perimeter. I needed one more. One more spark to push me further.

	He was alone.

	Young. Curled on a supply crate beneath a humming streetlight. Helmet off, rifle idle. He stared at a photograph in his lap.

	A woman. A child. His breath was unsteady. I could feel the memory inside him, pulsing just below the skin.

	He was already bleeding inside, and so I opened him gently.

	He did not scream.

	What he gave me was different.

	His memories came not as flashes but as a flood. Warm, chaotic, tangled.

	Laughter. A child’s sticky fingers wrapped around his thumb. Cinnamon and firelight. The soft ache of regret and goodbye.

	He had not wanted to come here.

	I held that knowledge for a long time. I carried him away and buried what was left of him beneath a cairn of stones. I did not know why.

	After that, the dreams began.

	Not mine.

	Theirs.

	They began to see me, even when I was not near. Whispers crept through barracks. One soldier tore apart a radio, screaming that it “wouldn’t stop chanting.” Another awoke with ancient symbols burned into the underside of her cot. One cut his hand on stone that hadn't been there the day before. The soil drank him up.

	I was in their minds now.

	I had learned the language of fear.

	They broke the seal.

	They woke the old wound.

	And I would answer.

	Not with rage alone.

	Not with mindless violence.

	But with knowing.

	With remembrance.

	I slept long enough.

	 

	────────────

	 

	Night folded itself around me like a second skin: familiar, quiet, reverent.

	The ridgeline cradled my limbs, my ribs pressed into dry shale, heat long fled from the sunlit hours. Below me sprawled the camp, light-dotted and fenced, humming with the tension of men who no longer trusted the dark.

	I saw them. I scented them.

	Their bodies pulsed with heat—tiny suns beneath their skin. Sweat, oil, iron. Their emotions burned like incense: the sharp tang of fear buried beneath bravado, boredom, anticipation. They patrolled, posted, paced, speaking aloud and speaking through wires.

	They did not know I was so close. They thought me in the hills.

	But they whispered their doubts.

	They whispered without mouths, signals riding cables, skipping from antenna to relay to earbud. These wires were their nerves now. Their minds braided with machines like vines around old trees.

	I listened.

	It took effort. Their language was brittle, clipped. Not the language of roots and stones, but of numbers and codes. Still, the cadence carried meaning. “Alpha post clear. Negative contact.” “Perimeter holding.” “Drill complete.” Lies wrapped in routine.

	They watched, but they did not see.

	I moved, slow and soundless, my limbs flowing over stone. The earth remembered my weight. My claws sank into soil that had once known my kind. There had been many of us once. The small, scrub trees murmured low greetings, their roots twitching with recognition.

	The humans had paved their perimeter with gravel and rubber matting. It would betray them before it ever betrayed me.

	One lonely soldier paced a strip near the southeast tower. His gear clanked, his weapon hung heavy across his back. He muttered into his comm. I tasted his unease, veiled behind rote procedure.

	He believed this shift was punishment. He was not wrong.

	I traced the fence line, curling around the base like smoke around an extinguished flame. The fence itself was linked and interwoven chain, topped with coils of razor wire that was laughably thin. A gesture, not a barrier.

	The earth beneath it had cracked. It whispered to me.

	Near the north perimeter, the generators growled low and steady, their breath thick with ozone and copper. A relay box hummed on a concrete platform; its warmth vibrant with stored power drawn through black panels from the sun. Important. A pulse point in their web.

	I moved closer.

	My claw met the casing. Beneath it, I felt the hum of electricity, the rhythm of command and dependency. Orders moved through it like ants through a tunnel.

	I pressed deeper.

	The metal groaned softly before splitting. I reached inside, severed three key lines with care. No noise, no sparks. Just sudden silence. The box stuttered, then died.

	In the camp, lights flickered. Not all. Enough.

	A wound.

	I retreated into the trees to watch.

	No alarm. No panic. Just confused muttering over radios and shrugged shoulders. Flashlights swept the box. One soldier kicked it. Another tapped his comm and said, “Maybe a faulty breaker? Switch to the solar back up.” They logged it for maintenance.

	They believed it was chance. Coincidence. Nothing alive.

	They still thought they were safe.

	They did not yet believe they were prey.

	The moon sank behind the ridge. The camp’s breath grew shallow, drowsy. Less motion. Fewer voices. But tension remained, pulsing beneath their routines like a buried heartbeat.

	That was when I found him.

	He sat alone behind one of the prefab bunkhouses, shoulders hunched, elbows on knees. His rifle lay across his lap. His fingers turned a photograph over and over. It was creased, worn, soft from use.

	I crept close, shadows folded around me.

	He did not hear.

	The photograph showed a girl, maybe six or seven, smiling too wide, a gap in her teeth. Behind her stood a woman, tall, tired, trying to smile. The soldier, no older than twenty, rubbed the girl’s image with his thumb.

	Regret. Guilt. Sorrow.

	I inhaled.

	Grief was music.

	It called to me more clearly than any signal. More nourishing than flesh.

	He whispered her name. The girl. “Lucy.” He closed his eyes. I saw the memory form with salivating detail, vivid, tender, bleeding.

	When I took him, it was silent.

	One hand across his mouth, the other folding him in. He buckled inward, spine compressing, air forced from his lungs. His cry stayed inside him. His struggle was brief. Gentle.

	I did not need his body. I needed his memory.

	His mind opened like a cracked fruit.

	I drank it.

	I saw her, this Lucy, alive, running, sticky with popsicle syrup. I saw him crouched beside her, promising to return. I saw the news of her death, the hollow silence of the call home, the lies he told himself each night to survive.

	I kept all of it.

	And then, more language came.

	Not fully. Not fluently. But enough. My thoughts, once formless as storm clouds, shaped themselves into deeper words. His pain carved channels through my fog. I could now name things.

	Tower. Gun. Guilt. Sister.

	And I remembered other words; deeper ones carved into the walls of canyons and etched into bones left in salt caves. Words from before. Words that had held me prisoner.

	I remembered me.

	Not my name, names are for brief things not legends, but my shape. My purpose. I had been made to destroy once, long ago. Made by men who had feared the dark and wanted to control what lived there. I had been unmade by those same hands. Buried.

	Until they dug too deep again.

	By morning, the camp felt me.

	Not with eyes. But with nerves. Instinct.

	They noticed the missing soldier. “Drenner’s off rotation,” someone said. “He’s not in the barracks.” 

	“Probably snuck off to the range.”

	“Maybe he’s in town.” 

	Lies. They all knew better.

	One older soldier stood still for a long time, staring at the ridge. He had a scar across his cheek and a faded tattoo on his throat. It was an eagle or a hawk, nearly worn away with age. He muttered something no one else heard.

	“It’s the land,” he said. “Something’s in the land again.”

	Again.

	That word rang.

	He had heard the stories. Maybe from his grandfather. Or his grandfather’s father. Maybe just whispers on winter winds. But his bones knew me.

	That night, they dreamed.

	Not just him. Many.

	Shared dreams. Glyphs bleeding in the stone. Eyes watching through cracks in the sky. Some woke sobbing. Others stared at the ceiling and lied to themselves. Just nerves. Just food. Just training stress.

	But I heard the change in their whispers.

	“The ghost.”

	“The thing in the hills.”

	“It’s not on thermals.”

	“It’s in the wire.”

	“We can feel it when we blink.”

	One gave me a name.

	“The Hollow One.”

	A guess? Or memory?

	Not wrong.

	I did not retreat when dawn came. I crouched beneath the junipers, still as old prayer. They doubled patrols. They launched a drone.

	Twelve seconds of feed. Then static.

	They blamed equipment. I had already plucked another drone from the sky. Its lens now hung in my nest, wedged in a splintered tree limb. It caught the morning sun and scattered it in fractured beams. In its reflection, I saw what I had become.

	Not a monster.

	Not anymore.

	Something older. Something reclaimed.

	They had forgotten me.

	But I had not forgotten them. I would consume them all.

	 

	────────────

	 

	I felt them before I saw them.

	The morning haze still curled over the ridgelines like the breath of something sleeping, but these new ones did not sleep. They came when the light was soft and golden, draping over the valley like a veil. I tasted no peace in their presence. The others, those who had fallen and those who would fall, carried fear in their blood, a brittle, frantic edge that glittered in their scent. But these four… these four carried nothing.

	No fear. No confusion. Only purpose. They came for a reason. They had been called because I was here.

	They moved through the cordoned outer perimeter like smoke, too graceful for men wearing death-metal on their backs. Their boots touched the earth, but their minds never did. I watched them from the hollow of a crumbled sandstone bowl, my body pressed into the stone, invisible against the ridges I had once been part of.

	Their leader walked first, tall and lean, her dark hair twisted back, her armor etched with symbols I recognized. Not from now. From before. From the time when I was bound.

	She carried an ache with her, a tension that pulled tight across her spine, though she never faltered. I didn’t need to taste her blood to feel it. It vibrated across the air, pulled from a place deeper than bone.

	They were not part of the noise-rituals, not part of the barracks or the towers. They were outside the loops. Outsiders among the insiders. The ones sent when the stories became too loud to ignore.

	They had come for me.

	I circled them for hours.

	They moved through the remains of the relay tower I had shattered the night before. Soldiers had tried to patch it, dragging cables like veins across the broken asphalt, whispering rumors into radios that bled static.

	But these four didn't speak in whispers. They used hand signs and stillness. A language older than sound. I followed their paths as they walked my hills, slipping behind them like mist through brush and shadow, trailing through gullies lined with yucca and brittlebush. I was wind and dirt and nothing.

	Yet, I knew they sensed me.

	Once, the tall one stopped.

	Her eyes scanned the ridge where I perched, motionless between two twisted junipers. She stared straight through me.

	Not past.

	Through.

	She saw the outline of the thing I had become, or perhaps the echo of what I once was. Her eyes narrowed. Her fingers flexed on the grip of her weapon. It wasn’t like the ones carried by the rest. It was something sleek and black and wrong. It hummed at a frequency my bones remembered.

	But she said nothing. Just turned back to her team and moved on.

	I could have killed one. Easy.

	The one with the heavy breath and the iron shoulder. He lagged behind the others when they crossed the southern incline, scanning for tracks I never left. He didn’t believe the things he had been told. His fear wasn’t loud, but it was enough. Enough to make his pulse bright in the dim canyon light. Enough to tempt me.

	But I didn’t want to kill him. Not yet.

	I wanted to understand.

	These new hunters. What were they? What drove them? Why didn’t they speak of me as ghost or shadow or glitch? Why did they not flinch when the wind screamed, or the radios spat curses in a dozen tongues?

	They came from the same hive as the others, and yet… not. Their scent was steel and salt and resolve.

	I shadowed them back toward the inner camp, across the old firebreak where the trees still bore scorch marks from last month’s artillery exercise. A soldier's boot print remained half-melted into blackened clay. The memory of the boy I had consumed last—Dale, his name had been Dale—rose unbidden. His sorrow still clung to me like wet roots. He had written letters he never sent. Loved a brother who would never forgive him.

	The pain made me real.

	I remembered more now. More than I should. Names, shapes, echoes of faces long gone. My limbs felt heavier with each new understanding.

	The soldiers whispered about me now.

	I heard them at night, when they sat behind walls and under too-bright lights, clutching mugs of bitter liquid and whispering names they didn’t want to believe in.

	“Ghost.”

	“Bleeder.”

	“The thing in the hills.”

	I watched from beyond the fence line, my breath slowed to match the wind. Their fear painted the air like a fog. It made it harder to breathe.

	Then the nightmares began.

	I didn’t mean to send them. I only wanted to touch. To know. I reached out, softly, I thought. But minds unused to intrusion crack easily. The first soldier I brushed dreamt of fire bleeding from stone. The second saw glyphs crawling under his skin.

	By the third, I knew I wouldn’t stop.

	They posted warnings. Rerouted patrols. Sent some away. Still, the dreams spread like infection.

	And the Cleaners moved closer.

	That night, I waited at the training field.

	Empty now, save for the lingering scent of spent rounds and oil. Paper targets still twisted in the wind, riddled with holes. I studied them, fascinated. The humans practiced death even when no enemy stood before them. Ritualized, repetitive, exact.

	One of the Cleaners appeared just before midnight.

	Not the tall one. A different hunter. He was shorter, stockier, with a face like quarried stone and eyes too old for his skin. He knelt beside one of the broken barricades and laid a small object on the ground.

	I crept closer, silent.

	It was a fragment of bone. Polished. Inscribed with the same marks carved into the ancient stone that once held me captive.

	My breath caught.

	He spoke to it. I heard the words, not aloud, but within. I felt the hum resonate in the marrow of my stolen memories. A chant of binding and recognition.

	He knew what I was.

	He did not flinch as I approached. He did not raise his weapon. He only turned his head slightly, just enough to show he was aware.

	I rose from the dark, half-formed, body coalescing from smoke and earth.

	“You are not afraid,” I said.

	The words tasted strange in my throat. New. Too sharp and yet too smooth. But I could speak them now. Not just feel or think. Speak.

	“No,” he said. “Not of you.”

	“Why?”

	“Because you were made. Not born.”

	I paused.

	The wind stirred. Sand scraped across the concrete.

	He stood, slowly.

	“You were a warning,” he said. “We failed to listen. So you became something else.”

	I wanted to tear him open and see what truths bled out. But I didn’t.

	Instead, I said, “I remember the cold.”

	He nodded.

	“So do we.”

	And then he turned his back to me and walked away.

	I didn’t kill that night.

	I could have. Should have, maybe. But something shifted in me. I lay beneath the stunted trees at the edge of the camp, listening to the murmur of water in the irrigation lines and the low thrum of the secondary generator behind the mess hall.

	The world moved around me, unaware.

	But the Cleaners knew.

	They would return, and next time, they would not speak. The ritual of understanding was complete. The ritual of war would follow.

	I did not fear them.

	But I began to fear what they saw in me.

	Something old. Something broken. Something that could learn.

	 

	────────────

	 

	The air thickened. It was no longer just the wind or the pulse of machines echoing in the ridgelines. Something older moved beneath the surface of sound, something that smelled like metal fear and salt-burnt prayers.

	I had grown used to the rhythms of this place: soldiers on patrol, idle laughter over rations, the sharp clatter of weapons being cleaned in early morning light. But this… this was different. Purpose stalked among us now. Not the blind purpose of duty, but the lean, coiled hunger of those who had hunted before. They were not like the others.

	They had been brought in for me and they had decided what to do.

	I watched from the rocks, cloaked in silence, my breath held low in my chest. It was no longer enough to listen. I had learned to observe. Their body language told me what they would never speak aloud. One man, tall, hair close-cropped, eyes sunken with fatigue, scanned the tree line again and again, though no order told him to. The female, broad-shouldered and calm, marked the places her comrades stepped. She made no wasted movement. She was a leader, whether they called her one or not.

	They were quieter than all others, more precise, and they smelled of old places. Cemeteries. Crypts. Ruins forgotten even by those who had built them. Not on their skin, no—but something clung to them, something in the chemicals they used, the relics they carried.

	Even the air around them grew still when they passed.

	I moved from ridge to ravine, weaving through shadows, low to the ground. Where once I stalked on instinct, now I chose my angle. I tested their lines. I watched them in turn. What they carried was not simply weaponry. One had wire wound with runes etched in foreign ink. Another bore a harness of bone-white darts. Their leader wore a shard of something jagged and obsidian on a chain near her chest. I remembered the taste of that stone. It had been pressed into the last seal that held me.

	My rage curled, hot and bright. But I did not strike.

	Not yet.

	Instead, I crept toward the edges of their operation. They had begun to place things. They drove spikes in the earth humming with energy, small cubes of soundless vibration. One they buried near the base of the communications tower. Another they hid beneath the roots of a wind-battered pine.

	These were not traps for animals. They were traps for me.

	They believed they could contain me.

	A storm of laughter nearly bubbled from my throat, but I swallowed it. I was learning restraint, too.

	I doubled back toward the training grounds. The day was dimming, the sky bruising into slate and crimson. In the half-dark, the soldiers on night rotation exchanged clipped words under their breath. One, posted alone near the vehicle yard, stood unnaturally still. I recognized the scent of grief on him: sharp and acidic, like blood baked into copper.

	He did not cry. His face held no sadness. But he clutched a letter.

	I drew closer.

	The edges of the world shimmered as I bent around the limits of light. To see without being seen. I had never done this before deliberately, but it worked. I could fold myself.

	He sighed, whispering something into the wind. “I’m sorry, Jo.”

	The letter trembled in his hand, but he held it like a blade. Not like something to be cherished, like something to be used.

	The scent of him was thick with conflict. He wanted to die. He did not want to die. He was afraid. He was not afraid.

	I reached for him, at first not with claw or fang, but with the part of me that listened.

	His name was Reyes. He had failed a brother. Not a blood brother, but one of choice. A child, bright-eyed, taken in a burst of fire somewhere foreign. And Reyes had survived. His guilt was a bone splinter in his soul.

	When I touched it, when I tasted that emotion, I reeled.

	The world shifted.

	I did not take his life. I could have. His pulse fluttered like a rabbits beneath the skin. His weapon lay across his knees, forgotten. But I left him there, sitting in his sorrow.

	I needed what he had given me more than I needed to kill.

	In that grief, I found language.

	Not just memory. New words. New feelings.

	They came unbidden—loss, brother, silence, regret. I rolled them over in the hollow place where my name once lived.

	I fled to the higher ridges, trembling in ways I did not understand.

	The Cleaners sprung another trap behind me.

	A net of radiant threads burst open from the scrub where I had stood moments before. It crackled in the air like dried bone striking marble, and the scent of it scalded my tongue. Something holy. Something wrong.

	I did not howl. But I felt pain sing up through my limbs like heat through a shattered window.

	They had touched me.

	I ran.

	Not blindly, not without sense, but with a new urgency. I doubled back across ground I had already claimed, crossed cold streams and ridges of shale. They followed. Not in clumsy squads, not with broadcasted radio chatter. These were different. They moved like wolves.

	But I had been a predator for far longer.

	I lured one into the narrow switchbacks above the gorge. He was careful, disciplined. He laid motion sensors with chalk and stone. But he did not hear the wind shift. He did not feel the air go still. He did not see my shadow bending the light where it should not have bent.

	When I reached him, he struggled. He had no fear. Only the mission. He bled bright and pure.

	I took no joy in it. There was too much of Reyes still rattling in me.

	But I reached into this one too. His name was Walker.

	His mind was shielded in parts. There was strange training, a mind hardened against mental intrusion. But I found cracks. He was loyal to the mission, to the woman with the shard.

	She had saved him once. Dragged him away from something ancient in Siberia.

	I saw her in his thoughts. There she was sharp-eyed, gray hair clipped close, voice like an incantation. She had killed something with no name and no body. I tasted the memory of it.

	She had stood on the bones of a fallen god and spat blood at its altar.

	She would not be easy to break.

	The next morning came wrapped in thunder.

	Clouds sat low over the hills, and the air vibrated with static. I climbed the tallest ridge and watched the camp begin its routines again. But it was different now. There was no ease, no rhythm. Eyes flicked to shadows too often. Weapons were held tighter. The word “phantom” passed between lips like a prayer.

	I smiled… at least I think I did.

	I had not smiled before.

	That, too, was a new thing.

	Below, the Cleaners adjusted their positions. They had lost one. The woman, I heard them call her Captain Drew, stood at the center of the yard, speaking quietly to her squad.

	I could not hear her, not from this distance.

	But the shard around her neck pulsed, and for the first time, I felt seen.

	Her gaze passed over the ridge.

	She did not point. She did not raise her weapon.

	But she knew.

	Somewhere in the layers of stolen thought within me, her name echoed like a half-forgotten song.

	Drew.

	I whispered it to the stones beneath me, just to hear how it sounded.

	She would be the one to end this—or to finish what began so long ago. She mattered in ways the rest did not.

	The wind picked up, blowing east toward the camp. I let it carry my scent.

	Let them know I was still nearby.

	Let them know I whispered in the dark.

	Let them fear the silence between pulses.

	 

	────────────

	 

	The ground was colder now. Not the cool hush of night or the blood-warm earth of my awakening, but a deeper cold, final, metallic, soaked in the reek of oil and the burnt stench of men’s machines. I felt it in the marrow of the hills, in the trembling roots, in the silent hush of animals gone to ground.

	They had brought something new with them. A silence louder than thunder.

	The Cleaners were no longer searching.

	They were hunting.

	I had circled them, lured them, toyed with them beneath cedar shadow and starless skies. I had stolen warmth from their living bones, drunk deep of their fire, worn their regrets like ash across my skin.

	But now their shape had changed.

	The woman with the shattered voice no longer sang commands. She spoke in symbols, in slow rituals. She walked into the valley with her hands bare, palms out. Not surrender.

	Invitation.

	My limbs had begun to fail me. Not for lack of strength—but too much of it. The memories I had taken pulsed within me, dissonant chords that never quieted. Grief bled into purpose. Anger curled against regret. Too much. This new world was loud and filled with pain. 

	The young one. The dreaming one. I had tasted his sorrow, so new, so raw, buried in the photograph he carried inside his jacket. His sister had drowned when the river was high, and her watchers were careless. He had joined the camp to feel stronger than that moment.

	I was not stronger. I was full of broken people. I carried them like bones in a sack.

	I skulked just beyond the perimeter lights, where the shadows curled up like burned paper. My breath was smoke. My claws dragged furrows through the hardpan. Still, they came.

	No rifles.

	No fire.

	Not yet.

	They laid cables in a pattern across the field, symbols of containment etched in steel and copper. Runes of modern war. It wasn’t just weapons they had brought.

	They had brought memory.

	A glyph stood in the center of their circle. They made it from stone unearthed from the hills where I had slept so long. I knew it. I felt it. My name burned there, half-forgotten, carved by hands older than theirs, by those who had once feared me enough to hide me away.

	I had been sealed before. It had cost them blood and gods and time.

	They thought they could do it again.

	The woman knelt before the stone and whispered. Not in English. Not in command-code. In the old tongue. The before-words.

	And I remembered.

	The ones who made me.

	The ones who begged me to save them and hated me for doing so.

	They had carved me from bone and smoke and rage. Sent me against the giants who swallowed their skies. When the work was done, they buried me. Called me too hungry. Too free.

	I was not created from evil. I was created from them. For them.

	But they forgot.

	These humans. These new men with their night-vision and explosives and sacred ignorance.

	They remembered too late.

	A hum rose through the glyphs, low, thrumming, tuned to the void within me. A note meant to shatter stone. I staggered, clawed at the sky, but it held no moon to anchor me.

	Pain like silence. Pain like hunger unfeeding itself.

	They had made the cage fit me.

	My limbs began to drag. My chest, once cavernous with stolen breath, tightened until I could not sing. I tried to speak with the mouths I’d stolen, to warn them, to cry—but it was all breathless wind.

	And still she stood there, the woman with the scar, her eyes unblinking.

	“I see you,” she said.

	And I believed her.

	She stepped forward.

	No rifle. No armor.

	She held the photograph from the young soldier. The one I had taken. I had burned it in his dreams, made him watch it curl to cinder.

	And yet she held it. Intact.

	“I know what you are,” she said. “What you were made for. And what you became.”

	My skin cracked like sunbaked stone. My memories peeled off me in waves. The soldier who died with his mother’s name on his tongue. The boy who sang hymns before his rifle jammed. The woman who loved the stars but never made it home.

	I was all of them.

	I was none of them.

	I lunged.

	The traps flared to life.

	Light like lightning, pain that split the earth from the root. My scream broke trees. My breath made fire from the air.

	I reached her.

	She did not flinch.

	My claws came within inches of her face.

	And I stopped.

	Not because I couldn’t strike.

	But because I had already become what they feared.

	And it was no longer enough.

	“End it,” I said, though the voice came out as thunder and memory.

	She stepped back. The Cleaners closed the circle. One final glyph, a mirror carved from obsidian, angled toward the stone at the center, began to glow.

	My form unraveled.

	Not into death.

	Into containment.

	Into forgetting.

	The wind swallowed me.

	The glyphs sealed.

	The woman stood long after the others left.

	She placed the photograph beside the central stone.

	And she wept.

	Not for me.

	But for what I had taken.

	For what I had become.

	For what they had made me become.

	 

	────────────

	 

	I do not know if I died.

	But I sleep again.

	Beneath the dreaming hills.

	And sometimes—when the soldiers whisper in their bunkers, when the coyotes won’t howl at night, when the lights flicker on the ridgeline—they remember me.

	Not as a shadow.

	But as something that once had a name.

	And still waits to be forgiven.
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	A secret society prepares for its long-standing ritual of using the blood of lycanthropes to keep the old gods at bay. But this time it’s different, all because of a guard’s concern for a young girl marked for death.
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	“Goddam these lycans,” Thrash snarled. He kicked at the nearest cage, and the bars rattled. Behind it, a lanky man shrank back with a cry. “Three hours till nightfall, and you’d think none of ‘em knew why they was here.” 

	“I think maybe they might not know,” Darrell answered with a thoughtful look at the lanky man, who was now pacing the length of his cage. “We don’t exactly read them their Miranda rights when we snatch them.” 

	“But they at least know the time’s coming,” Thrash said. He threw a disgusted glance at the rows of cages built into the stone walls of the crypt. “They know bad things happen then. And we’ve gotta be down here during the whole mess, when they turn. It’s gonna sound like an animal shelter in here.” He grimaced.  

	Darrell knew Thrash hated the noise of the lycanthropes, the raucous howls, the snarling growls as they threw themselves against the silver-lined bars of their cages. It was impossible for them to get out, he knew, but it still unnerved him to hear them trying to. Darrell knew Thrash feared a bite worse than just about anything. 

	But Darrell was the opposite: smart but slow-to-speak, he didn’t mind the earth-shattering noise of a dozen lycans trying to escape, to hunt, to feed, to rend. What got to him was their human forms, the ones that cried for help and extended their arms through the bars despite the burns they got for their troubles. The wheedling, the bargains, the barters they tried. It was pitiful. And dangerous. 

	He’d once known a guard who fell prey to those promises. A young woman in her twenties and pretty as the sunrise. She’d convinced him she was innocent, that she wasn’t actually one of those things, that they’d got it all wrong. The guard had listened—that was his first mistake—and then had moved to open the bars of her cage. She’d bitten him as his hand grasped the railing, and it was all over from there. Darrell looked down the line of cages to the last one on the right. There he was, poor bastard, locked up like the rest of them. 

	“It’ll all be over soon,” he promised Thrash as they walked toward the stairs that led out of the crypt. “This time tomorrow, they’ll all be dead, and we won’t have to work another night shift for a month.” 

	Thrash shuddered as if something were crawling on him. “Good! The money’s nice, but it’s not worth all this.” This wasn’t true, but Darrell said nothing. It was best to let Thrash talk, he’d learned. The man complained like an old man, but he was rock solid when it came to doing his job. When it came to the job, they had to be. 

	 

	────────────

	 

	The twenty cell guards gathered outside the door to

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
